
Pick a Place, 
But Not 

1 J 1 The environment in which 
i m . I l y 1 trainers train is of extreme 

importance Yet, it rarely is considered when meeting facilities 
arc planned. 

By COLEMAN FINKEL 

Somewhere be tween learning about 
p rogram design and delivery, 
many trainers missed a vital 

lesson: H o w to plan a training facility. 
Consequen t ly , these professionals, w h e n 
faced with p lanning an on-site or off-site 
facility, of ten make faulty d e c i s i o n s -
decisions based on incorrect assumpt ions 
about the training environment 's effect on 

learning. 
O n e incorrect a s sumpt ion : T h e facili-

ty has has no effect on learning. T h i s 
belief is b e c o m i n g less prevalent as 
trainers increasingly recognize the power-
ful inf luence that env i ronment has over 

learning. 
A n o t h e r incor rec t a s s u m p t i o n : A 

beautiful facility guarantees big training 
results. T h i s belief no doubt s t ems from 
studies that show, for instance, the 
positive ef fec ts of pastel colors on learn-
ing. While room color, or r o o m beauty in 

general , may indeed be influential, it 
should not be cons idered alone. No fac-

tor should be cons idered alone. 
W h a t are the main considera t ions in 

facility planning? W h a t is required for the 

best possible learning envi ronment? 
For pu rposes of discussion, consider a 

training program that takes three to five full 

days, involves 30 participants, and will take 
place at an off-site facility. T h e more the 
participants are together as one group, the 
more they will discuss meet ing-rela ted 

topics and, subsequent ly , the more they 
will learn. T h i s const ruct ive interaction 

Coleman Finkel is president of Die 
Xutionul (Jon fere nee Center in bast 
Windsor. Xe%s Jersey. 

'raining and Development Journal, February 1986 

will occur not only dur ing the formal por-
tion of the program, but dur ing the infor-
mal parts . T h e facility, therefore , should 
be able to a c c o m m o d a t e all par t ic ipants 
together, not just for training, but also for 
breaks, meals , and social activities. 

It's impor tant to note that , if possible, 
all mee t ing t ime should b e spen t in o n e 
facility. T h o u g h there may be side trips to 
company plants or offices, once par-
t icipants have m a d e the menta l transit ion 
to the facility, moving t hem interrupts their 
learning. Direc t ing par t ic ipants f rom the 
meet ing room to another facility for meals, 
and to a third for sleeping, lessens the con-
trol leaders have over par t ic ipants ' ac-
tivities and reduces learning possibilities. 

For as many activities as possible, the 
par t ic ipants should b e assigned private 
areas, exclusive to their training group. 
T h e y should have their own dining room, 
for example , and wi thin that dining area, 
tables des ignated for m e m b e r s of each 
subgroup. If they share rooms with groups 

from other f i rms, the par t ic ipants will 
b e c o m e distracted by the crowd noise and 

the p re sence of s trangers. 
Aside f rom physical a ccommoda t ions , 

psychological factors of a facility mus t b e 
considered. C a n program a t tendees make 

the necessary psychological transit ion 

from the m o m e n t they enter t he mee t ing 
place to t he e n d of their stay? T h e y mus t 
b e able to f ree themse lves f rom the 
pressures , anxieties, and p rob lems of t he 
compet i t ive outs ide world. T h e properly 
designed environment helps a t tendees feel 
relaxed. T h i s mind-se t encourages think-
ing, probing, and learning. 

T h e proper envi ronment also raises the 
participants ' concentra t ion lelvels. It does 



so by he lp ing par t i c ipan t s ad jus t to m o r e 

passive act ions—sit t ing, listening, absorb-

ing, t ak ing n o t e s — t h a n are p robab ly par t 

of their regular work. Adjust ing to a passive 

role is difficult for t h e typical a t t e n d e e 

w h o s e j o b requi res b e i n g t h e "doer." T h a t 
pe r son has been away f rom t h e disciplines 

neces sa ry for c l a s s room c o n c e n t r a t i o n . 

Facilities wi thout such negative inf luences 

as noise, uncomfo r t ab l e chairs , glare f rom 

ref lect ive sur faces , poo r lighting, sight 

obs t ruc t i ons , and i n a d e q u a t e air circula-

t ion p r o m o t e m a x i m u m tranqui l i ty and 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n . 

Multiple meeting 
environments 

Following are several e n v i r o n m e n t s 

characterist ic of mee t ing facilities. T h e im-
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p o r t a n c e of t h e s e e n v i r o n m e n t s to a par-

ticular m e e t i n g d e p e n d s on t h e na tu re of 

t h e m o s t t i m e - c o n s u m i n g m e e t i n g 

act ivi t ies . 

• T h e pr incipal t ra in ing room 

• T h e b reak-ou t r o o m s for smal l -group 
pro jec t w o r k 

• T h e par t ic ipants ' private rooms , which 

serve as t e m p o r a r y h o m e s , m e e t i n g with 

o the r pa r t i c ipan t s , relaxing, reading, and 

o the r persona l act ivi t ies 

• T h e indoor and outdoor recreat ion and 

exerc ise areas 

• T h e areas w h e r e pa r t i c ipan t s t ake 

b reaks , a t t e n d r ecep t i ons , a n d socialize 

• T h e d in ing r o o m s 

• The facility's exter ior and g r o u n d s . 

Wi th t h e s e e n v i r o n m e n t s d e t e r m i n e d , a 

t ra iner can begin to ana lyze t h e ap-

p ropr i a t eness of a facility. T h e first s t ep is 

to list all m e e t i n g act ivi t ies . T h e list m a y 

inc lude p r e sen t a t i ons and d i scuss ions ; 

w o r k in smal l -group p ro jec t s ; individual 

work rela ted to t he p r o g r a m ; mea l s ; 

breaks; g roup cocktail recept ions; informal 

socializing a m o n g par t ic ipants ; recreat ion 

and exerc i se ; pe r sona l act iv i t ies ; and 

s leeping. 

O n c e t h e list is c o m p l e t e , t h e t ra iner 

e s t i m a t e s t h e a m o u n t of t i m e s p e n t each 

day on each activity. N e x t , t h e t ra iner 

d e t e r m i n e s , ba sed on t h e t i m e e s t ima-

t ions , which of t he m a n y facility e n -

v i r o n m e n t s m o s t of t h e m e e t i n g act ivi ty 

will t ake p l ace in. T h e greater t he n u m b e r 

of hou r s s p e n t in an activity, t he m o r e im-

p o r t a n t tha t act ivi ty is to t h e facility plan-

ning. By t h e e n d of this p r o c e d u r e , t h e 

main e n v i r o n m e n t to cons ide r in p lann ing 

the facility should be evident to t he trainer. 

Accent on detail 
Facility p e r f e c t i o n is e s t ab l i shed th rough 

met icu lous a t ten t ion to detai l . Each of t h e 

many detai ls involved in e a c h facility e n -

v i r o n m e n t m u s t b e e x a m i n e d c lose ly—no 

detail is u n i m p o r t a n t . D e t e r m i n e how 

each one affects learning. Detai ls tha t con-

t r ibu te to learning are kept or a d d e d ; o n e s 

tha t h inder pa r t i c ipan t l earn ing or l eader 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s are c h a n g e d or e l im ina t ed . 
Fol lowing is a list of detai ls of t h e pr in-

cipal m e e t i n g r o o m e n v i r o n m e n t , wi th 

cons ide ra t i ons that m u s t b e we ighed . 

• Noise— L is ten for e i ther in te rmi t t en t or 

c o n t i n u o u s no ise f rom t h e hea t ing , ven-

tilating, and air-condit ioning sys tems; f rom 

ad j acen t r o o m s or cor r idors ; or f r o m out -
s ide t h e bui lding. 

• Colors—Variations of whi te are cold and 

ster i le; s h a d e s of b lack, and b r o w n are 

fatiguing. L o o k for pastel shades of orange, 
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green, blue, or yellow—happy, fresh, plea-
sant colors to view. 
• Room structure— Look out for long, nar-
row rooms, which space participants apart. 
Th i s makes it harder for individuals in the 
back to see and hear and to feel a sense of 
identification with the discussion. Try to 
use rooms that are square. 
• Lighting—The main source of lighting 
should be f luorescent . Incandescen t 
lighting should be spread through the 
room, and when projection is required, 
u sed wi th d i m m e r s . S c o n c e s and 
chandeliers are poor sources of light and 
are distracting. 
• Wall and floor covering— Hie meeting 
room should be carpeted completely. 
Nei ther carpeting nor wallpaper should be 
floral, striped, or in vivid colors, or they 
will distract. Solid shades—nei ther too 
light nor too dark—are preferable. 
• Meeting room chairs— Do not use stack 
chairs or chairs with rigid backs. Chairs 
should have wheels, swivels, and backs 
that provide support in the lower back. 
• Pictures, clocks, sculptures— Only 
meeting-related material should be on the 

walls of the meeting room. No wall objects 
should attract the eyes of participants, 
taking their minds off the program. 
• Glare—Check on and eliminate glare 
sources, such as metal surfaces, T V 
monitors, and mirrors. T h e glare of 
reflected light induces eye fatigue. 
• Ceiling— At least 9-foot, and preferably 
10-foot ceilings are necessary. 

• Windows—The principal meet ing room 
should have no windows. T h e y are very 
distracting, participants stare out of win-
dows frequently. Windows take up space 
that can be bet ter used for hanging 
meeting-related materials. Outs ide light 
coming into the room changes throughout 
the day, affecting the shadowing in the 

room and altering participants ' ability to 
see. If the day is rainy or overcast, view-
ing the weather is a depressant . A final 
disruptive feature of windows: T h e y allow 
noise to penet ra te f rom the outside. 
• Electrical outlets— Outlets should be 
spread every six feet around the walls. 
Preferably, a te lphone jack should be 
placed next to the outlets. T h i s arrange-
ment allows for computer hook-ups. O n e 

outlet should be in the floor, eight feet 
f rom the instructional wall, for t he 
overhead projector. 
• Acoustics—Check on the bounce or ab-
sorption of sound from the walls, ceiling, 
floors, and furniture. D o voice checks with 
three or four people, monitoring voice 

clarity and level. 
B.F. Skinner, in his book Beyond Freedom 

and Dignity, says, "We are all simply a prod-
uct of the stimuli we get f rom the outside 
world. Specify the environment complete-
ly enough and you can exactly predict in-

dividual actions." 
We may not be able to predict the exact 

reactions of meet ing participants through 
careful planning of the meet ing environ-
ment . However, we can predict that 
thoughtful, careful facility planning will in-
crease participant learning and leadership 
satisfaction. It also will p romote the feel-
ing by all involved that their time was spent 

productively. __ 

King Fahad Hospital 

IN A CLASS 
BY ITSELF. 

For present and anticipated vacancies during 1986 at the King Fahad 
Hospital, Saudi Arabian National Guard, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia, we are now accepting resumes for the following: 

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS 
ESL INSTRUCTORS - positions exist at various levels. 

Appropriate degrees and previous hospital/health care experience 
desired. 
The Saudi Arabian National Guard is now offering ONE YEAR 
RENEWABLE CONTRACTS with a new and competitive salary and 
benefits package. Lengthy paid vacations, significant tax advantages 
and contract completion bonuses make this both an exciting and 
professionally rewarding adventure. 
To learn more about the King Fahad Hospital, Saudi Arabian National 
Guard forward your resume to: Dept. TDJ2, Hospital Corporation of 
Canada Limited, Two Robert Speck Parkway, Suite 1410, 
Mississauga, Ontario L4Z1H8, Canada. 
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